






The door was opened slowly and there before her was a small man 
with a red face and white side whiskers and an exceedingly wide, 
friendly smile. He was dressed in a fashionable pair of breeches, a reel 
hunting coat and black riding boots. 

'My friends are at the gate. We're in terrible trouble. Please can we stay 
in your stables for the night?' she said to the man without thinking. 

She didn't stop to wonder why the door had not been opened by a 
housekeeper or other servant. 

'Of course, my dear girl, come in.' He then shouted to Thomas and 
Raphah. 'Come and join your friend. There is room by the fire and 
food on the stove, come in and get warm.' 


His voice sounded friendy and calming. Dark clouds began to come 
over the sky from the west and moved towards the fire cloud, almost 
engulfing it. The moon fought to give its light to the world, but 
soon the thick, dark blanket enveloped the sky. Reluctantly, Thomas 
nodded to Raphah and they walked to the door of the house. They 
were welcomed with the same warm smile and as they entered the 
house the man shook each of their hands with a double handshake. 

'Welcome, welcome to Stregoika Manor. This has been my family 
home for three hundred years. My ancestors travelled here from a 
land far to the east, a land of mountains and forests and we have been 
here ever since/ He spoke quickly to Raphah, his voice like a creaking 
gate. 'We too were once visitors and our family always offer a warm 
welcome to the stranger at the gate/ He ushered them into the large 
ornate hallway 'Forgive me, I haven't introduced myself. 1 am Lord 
Finnesterre. And who do we have here?' he asked through white teeth 
and a beaming smile. 
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I nmesterre led them to the kitchen of the house. It was a broad room 
with stone walls and a large stone fireplace as tall as a man. Jn the 
health a urging lire burnt brightly, flickering against the wall and 
shooting sparks, smoke and flames up the wide chimney. 

'Si.Hid in lire tire, it’ll w'arm you through,' he said. 


i hex stood as close as they could to the heat without getting burnt. 

I in a clothes began to steam as the moisture evaporated and it looked 
as il their clothes were on fire. Thomas stared into the flames as they 
warmed his face and pulled his skin tighter over his cheekbones. He 
felt hungry, his mouth was dry, and the smell of the coffee was almost 
intoxicating as it boiled in the cauldron that was suspended in front 
ot them. The charred pot with its thick black lid bubbled noisilv. 
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He bustled around the kitchen, moving pans and putting bread on 
the oak table. For the Lord of the Manor he seemed to have done 
these things many times before. Although the kitchen had been well 
swept and the cupboards cleaned, there was no sign of any servants. 
The three gave little attention to what he was doing. They silently 
stared into the flames, each thinking of what had gone before and 
what was to come. Kate dreamt as she looked into the fire. The 


flickering of the flames allowed her mind to leave that place and to 
float in another world. She looked upon images of streets and houses; 
the spire of a great church rose up and then vanished, changing into 
the swirling sails of a ship. She held her cold hands out towards the 
flames and was aware of the overpowering feeling of sleep rising up 
her legs and numbing every muscle. 
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'Come and sit at the table,' said the bright voice 
much, but it'll keep you going.' was a loa f 

Finnesterre smiled a warm and friendly smile.On theta & pQt 
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coffee. 

'Is this coffee?' Kate asked wanting to be sure. 

'It is my dear girl, I'm afraid I'm quite an addict. Coffee, chocolate 
and the occasional cigar are all that I can call sms,' he said as he sat at 

the table. 

'Sir ' said Raphah, 'I do not wish to be rude, but I cannot have this 
drink. Its effect is not one that I desire.' 


'A wise man always knows what he shouldn't have,' Finnesterre said 
curtly. 'But he should never push his views on others.' He smiled 
through his teeth as he pushed the cups towards Kate and Thomas. 
‘I'm sure you two would like to try some of this wonderful elixir, 
wouldn't you?' he paused. ‘What brings you to Stregoika Manor?' 


Thomas took hold of the cup and sat back in the tall-backed chair. He 
had never been one for talking, but the warmth of the fire and the hot 
bitter coffee made his mind race. He felt comfortable with Finnesterre, 
almost at home. His fears had subsided and were now replaced by the 
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'You never said,' Kate snapped at him. 

'I never had the chance/ he replied. 

'Well, such an item should not be lost for long. You wouldn t want 
such a powerful thing to fall into the wrong hands again. Finesterre 
patted Thomas on the back. 'You are a brave lad; you should all get 
some sleep. I'll have no talk of you sleeping in the stables, you can 
have the servants' room at the top of the house. I am all alone. Sadly 
no one will stay with me for long; they always say they don t like the 
house. Come, bring a candle and your food and I will show you the 
room. I lit a fire for your arrival.. .' Finnesterre stopped short as if he 
had said too much, stood up from the table and beckoned for them to 

follow him. 


They left the warmth of the kitchen for the icy cold of the back stairs 
that led to the top of the house. On each landing was a doorway to 
the rooms on that floor with a key in each lock. Fmnesterre 
them higher and higher until they were in the eaves o e 
The wind rattled the stone tiles and blew in through the wattle and 
whitewashed ceiling into the long thin room that was the servants 
quarters. Four beds filled one half of the room leaving little space to 
walk. A large rug covered the wooden floor and a fire burned brightly 

in the small fireplace. 


'You can make yourselves at home. I'll leave you be and see you in 
the morning/ Finnesterre said as he stepped back to the door. 'Don't 
worry about any noises you may hear. There are always owls and 
foxes outside and sometimes they sound quite human. This house 
rattles and moans but it means no harm.' He stopped speaking and 
a worried look came over his face. 'It'd be best, that you stayed in the 
room. I wouldn't go walking the corridors if I w T ere you. I would hate 
vou to have an accident..' 


With that he bowed politely and stepped out of the room, closing the 
door behind him. They waited until the sound of his footsteps going 
down the stairs could be heard no more. Thomas looked at the beds 
in disbelief. He had never slept on anything so wonderful. The sheets 
were white and crisp and the blankets had no sign of lice to prickle 
his sleep. He fell back on to the mattress and wallowed in the delight 
of the softness of the feathers. Soon Thomas and Kate had left this 
world and were dreaming, whimpering and twitching their limbs like 
worn-out spaniels. Raphah sat on his bed and in the candlelight he 

listened to every noise in the house, waiting for something he knew 
would come. 


